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Runaway or Abduction?

Assessment Tools for the
First Responder

By ANDRE B. SIMONS, M.A., and JEANNINE WILLIE

15-year-old girl disap-

peared from her home in a

small California coastal
town. Police initially classified her
as a runaway. Eight months later,
her abused body was discovered.
Subsequent investigation revealed
that three high school-aged boys in-
volved in a Satanic cult had ab-
ducted, raped, tortured, and mur-
dered the girl the night of her
disappearance.

In another case, ajury ordered a
town to pay a family $3.8 million
because police failed to respond ad-
equately to the father's plea for help
when he reported his daughter miss-
ing. The father stated later that the
verdict presented "a clear warning

to third parties who assist in a
child abduction,® even through
inaction."?

Such inaction may often result
when law enforcement erroneously
categorizes a child abduction as a
voluntary disappearance, or a run-
away. When someone reports a
child missing, traditionaly, law en-
forcement quickly confirms or
eliminates evidence of an abduc-
tion. Police agencies decide easily
how to respond to cases with
clear indicators about what hap-
pened, such as dealing with a wit-
nessed stranger abduction, a run-
away who packs abag and leaves a
note, or avery young missing child,
which police generaly investigate

© André B, Simons

whatever the circumstances. Be-
tween the extremes, however, deci-
sion making often proves difficult.®
When a child simply vanishes, no
clear indicators may exist to suggest
avoluntary or an involuntary disap-
pearance. When responding police
officers navigate through a situation
with no witnesses, obvious crime
scene, nor clues to what happened,
they might find it difficult to distin-
guish an abducted child from arun-
away initially. A recent survey re-
quested law enforcement agencies
to identify common obstacles to a
successful investigation in a miss-
ing child case.* Fifty-eight percent
of the agencies responded that the
highest ranking concern involved
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Special Agent Simons, formerly a
police officer with the Portland,
Oregon, Police Bureau, now
serves in the FBI's Redding,
California, resident agency.

the difficulty of knowing whether a
child has disappeared voluntarily.
The fact that hundreds of thou-
sands of children leave their homes
voluntarily each year compounds
the difficulty in accurately classify-
ing amissing child as arunaway or
avictim of abduction. National av-
erages indicate approximately
450,000 runaways in the United
States at any given time.® In Cali-
forniain 1999, nearly 101,000 chil-
dren left their homes voluntarily.
Comparatively, only 64 witnessed
abductions of children by a stranger
or nonfamily member occurred. Not
surprisingly, law enforcement of-
ficers may believe initialy that a
missing child between 13 and 17
years of age has run away. Without
obvious indicators of an abduction,
such as witnesses who observed the
actual kidnapping event, signs of
forced entry, or aransom note, sta-
tistics indicate that the missing
child most likely has run away. This
philosophy often may cause the
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Ms. Willie serves in the
Missing/Unidentified Persons
Unit, California Department of
Justice, in Sacramento,
California.

responding law enforcement offi-
cers to overlook evidence of an ab-
duction. Such predispositions can
become particularly hazardous in
light of research indicating that in
cases where individuals abduct and
murder children, the population at
highest risk for victimization con-
sists of teenage girls ages 13 to 17.°

ASSESSING THE SITUATION

The responding police officers
initial assessment will have a great
impact on the outcome of the miss-
ing child case. The attitude or ap-
proach that officers take in the ini-
tial response to amissing child call
actually may determine whether the
child is recovered and returned
home safely, remains missing, or,
worse yet, is found dead.” No other
criminal investigation is as time-
sensitive as this type of case, where
the very life of the victim often may
depend on the swift and effective
mobilization of investigative
resources. The police agency's

administrative and investigative
branches must rely on the patrol
officer's assessment to determine
the most appropriate course of ac-
tion. Police agencies may jeopar-
dize crucial investigative opportu-
nities if they classfy an abduction
case erroneously. Almost no other
crime investigation will stretch re-
sources and generate public criti-
cism as amissing child case. A law
enforcement agency may find itself
in the unenviable position of having
to make up for precious lost hours
or days if they mistakenly classify
the missing child as a runaway.
However, the large amount of vol-
untary missing reports each year
makes a full-scale law enforcement
response unreasonable and inappro-
priate for al incidents.

To assess amissing child report
accurately, responding officers
must explore the missing child's
lifestyle and behaviors. Officers
must have the motivation and avail-
ability of resources necessary to
take the extra time needed for such
an evaluation and to form an assess-
ment as to whether a voluntary de-
parture proves consistent with the
child's behavior patterns.

The Parental Interview

The need to interview parents
separately from other family mem-
bers and reporting parties remains
critical. Responding officers may
fed reluctant to conduct separate
interviews of the parents because of
their emotionally escalated state.
Conversaly, if the parents do not
appear particularly concerned about
the child's absence, the officers
may not view separate interviews as
necessary. While they cannot



determine what a parent's "normal”
reaction to a missing child would
be, officers must remain objective
and realize that a family member
may later become a suspect if the
child has been abducted. Officers
must balance this objectivity with
empathy and support if the parents
are in a state of emotional crisis.
Most important, officers must en-
sure that they interview parents in-
dividually and preserve potential
evidence while remaining aert to
document each parent's demeanor
and attitude throughout the
interview.

During the parental interview,
officers quickly should compile ac-
curate physical characteristics, such
as the child's appearance, age,
clothing, and obtain recent photo-
graphs and videotapes. Officers
should attempt to include a full
criminal and psychiatric history
check of dl family members with
access to the child, as well as
acquirelocal agency history of prior
abuse or neglect calls to the house.

Through separate interviews of
family members, responding offic-
ers should question if the child's
absence shows a significant devia-
tion from established patterns of be-
havior.2 Only a further exploration
into the victimology of the missing
child can answer this question.

Victimology

To understand if the child's ab-
sence is consistent with established
patterns of behavior, officers first
must understand the child's normal
actions prior to the disappearance.
Officers should use the following
guidelines for ng the missing
child's personality.®

» Develop and verify a detailed
timeline of the child's last
known activities up to the
time the child was last seen
or reported missing.

» Determine habits, hobbies,
interests, and favorite
activities.

¢ |dentify normal activity
patterns, and determine the
victim's known comfort zone.
Officers should assess the
child's survival skills and abil-
ity to adapt to new or strange
circumstances, which include
an examination of the child's
intellectual maturity. Did the
child travel aone frequently?
Did the child have aroutine
where independent travel oc-
curred on aregular basis (e.g.,
riding a bike to school)? What
fears and phobias did the child
exhibit? For example, if the
child was afraid of the dark,

the probability of leaving
voluntarily at night is low.
Similarly, if the missing child
was afraid to travel without

a favorite item, such as atoy
or security blanket, and the
item remains in the house
after the disappearance, the
child possibly did not leave
voluntarily.

Note any recent changes in
behavior or activity patterns
and unusual events and
stressors. Officers should
explore any motivations for
leaving. How does the child
normally deal with stressful
situations? Have any recent
traumatic or stressful events
caused such a prompt depar-
ture? Do abuse issues occur
within the residence or family?
Officers aso should determine
any recent changes in sleeping
and eating patterns that would
indicate stress.

associates.

Guidelines to Clarify Procedures
for Categorizing the Missing Child Case

» The parental interview: separation of parents, family
members, and reporting parties during interviews.

+ Victimology: examination of the missing child’s family
dynamics, comfort zones, and school and peer group

* Scene assessment; assessment of the child’s residence for
evidence, or lack of, predeparture preparation.

* Resources: evaluation of resources available to the child
that would enable or inhibit a voluntary departure.

» Time factors: consideration of the amount of time that has
passed since the child was last seen.
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Money

Transportation

of transportation.

Clothing/toiletries

Resources

To successfully sustain a voluntary long-term absence, the
runaway child must have access to resources that will satisfy
basic needs, such as food, shelter, and transportation.

» Does the child have access to money or credit cards?
Officers should verify if the child recently has accessed
bank accounts through ATM withdrawals or other means.
Is money missing from parents or siblings? Officers also
should determine if the child possesses adequate skills to
obtain employment and, therefore, additional money.

* Does the missing child have access to a vehicle, and if
so, is that vehicle present or absent? Officers should
determine if the child is familiar with public transpor-
tation, such as a public bus or train system, and conduct
appropriate follow-up contacts with local transportation
providers. Friends or family members unwittingly may
have helped the child run away by providing some form

* Does evidence suggest that the child has packed any
clothing or toiletries? Remembering the possibility that
a crime scene may exist within the child’s residence,
officers should attempt to verify what items, if any, are
no longer present in the child’s room. Missing clothes,
toiletries, makeup, medications, or other items of personal
significance often may indicate predeparture preparations.

o |dentify and separately inter-
view close friends, school-
mates, teachers, coworkers,
and other significant individu-
als. Again, although respond-
ing officers reluctantly may
conduct separate interviews of
distraught friends and family
members, they must obtain
independent statements not
influenced by other witnesses.
The FBI's National Center for
the Analysis of Violent Crime
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(NCAVC) created a generd
assessment form to distribute
to family members and associ-
ates to assist in police officers
efforts to understand the
child's personality.®®

Determine any history of
alcohol and other drug use.
Does the child have any
particular medical conditions
or alergies? If so, are the
child's medications to treat the

existing conditions still present
in the house? The presence of
medications that the child
needs may indicate an involun-
tary departure.

Identify and interview boy-
friends/girlfriends; determine
normal dating patterns, includ-
ing sexua activity. If the
missing child is a postpubes-
cent female, are there preg-
nancy and abortion issues? If
30, officers should consider
contacting local pregnancy
health and abortion clinics.
Also, officers should familiar-
ize themselves with depart-
ment policy and legal issues
concerning confidentiality if
they find the missing child at
such aclinic.

Obtain and review any per-
sonal writings, diaries, draw-
ings, and schoolwork, includ-
ing any entries into a personal
computer or interaction with
on-line computer systems or
services. A critical item often
overlooked in the missing
child call is the presence or
absence of journals/diaries.
Besides the obvious insights
that diaries may provide into
the child's state of mind, the
presence or absence of any
written communication can
prove relevant. A child who
consistently and regularly has
memorialized thoughts and
fedlings in writing might not
depart voluntarily without
leaving some form of written
communication for people left
behind."* Similarly, calendars
or schedules indicating
planned events may provide



insight into the child's possible
motivation for staying or
leaving.

Determine any history of
running away, discontent with
home life, or suicidal ide-
ations. Has the child disap-
peared voluntarily on prior
occasions? Officers should
note the last time the child ran

away and the length of time
spent away. Did the child go to
friends, other family members,
or arunaway shelter? Officers
should determine what enabled
the child to run away success-
fully, or conversely, what
prevented the child from
sustaining along-term ab-
sence. What happened that

prompted the child's departure
in prior absences? Officers
should determine if the child
exhibited any runaway ges-
tures, such as staying out al
night, threats to leave, or other
behaviors that violated clear
expectations from parents or
caregivers. Officers should
determine the existence of any
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